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THE POWER OF
HIGH SUCCESS READING
by Katie Davis and Krista Hunsanger,
The Literacy Ladies, LLC
Katie and Krista (Grand Ledge, Ml) have taught
in the pre-school and kindergarten setting and are
currently teaching first and second grades. They coown and operate The Literacy Ladies, LLC-sharing
their love ofliteracy with other teachers and learners.
With backgrounds in the National Writing Project as
well as Masters in Literacy, their teaching s-iyles reflect
their beliefs in both research-based practice as well as
authentic and engaging learning.
There are engaged readers sitting on pillows under
soft lighting, book club groups of six 8-year-olds
discussing author's intent and drinking "tea," and
teachers conferencing one-on-one with students
about their individual reading goals. Children are
sitting with their own book boxes, bins, and bags,
filled with texts they can read independently. They
are not contrived texts from a curriculum program
or paper copies of books stapled together, but real,
high-quality texts that are engaging them as readers
and exposing them to language that will expand
their vocabulary as learners. In each corner of the
room kids are reading books. Real books. Independently.
This glimpse into our classroom is real, and the
results are, too. Over the last several years, we have
worked hard to help match readers with appropriate and engaging texts, providing time for independent, self-selected reading on a ·regular basis,
and the results speak for themselves. Students
are engaged and scores are going up-fast. What
does matching readers with texts mean in our
classrooms? To begin with, we advise students to
select books within their independent reading level
range. Yet we realize that a range of factors influence how difficult a text will be for a given reader,
and matching readers to texts is does not mean
simply assigning kids to levels. We have to consider how characteristics of the text-including genre,
topic, style, and vocabulary-intersect with the

characteristics of the individual reader-including
a child's interests, experiences, self-efficacy, and
background knowledge among other things. We
also consider the task and context in which the student will engage in reading. We recognize that for
independent reading practice in our classrooms,
the best texts are often those that students can read
and understand with a high level of success on
their own.
While our students' text choices for independent
reading often fall within their independent reading level range, sometimes the most appropriate
texts fall outside of that range. For example, Josie
comes to us with a level N, non-fiction text about
horses. However, her independent reading level
is J. As we ask her to read us a portion of it, we
find that she is able to decode many of the words
because of her interest and schema about the topic.
She is aware that she is still able to experience high
success reading even though this text is a higher
level than her independent reading level. We send
her away with a smile and thumbs-up! She has
found an appropriate and engaging text.
Of course, any teacher knows that there are many
elements working together to help our struggling
readers within our balanced literacy approach: focused instruction, exposure to complex/grade level
text, guided reading groups, Tier 2 interventions,
and reading conferences, in addition to self-selected reading. Each separate part of our literacy instruction serves a different purpose, and we choose
texts intentionally with the purpose in mind. For
example, we begin each day with a high quality/
complex text read-aloud that introduces challenging words and ideas. During this read-aloud we
build in explicit vocabulary instruction, and this is
also a good time to develop conceptual knowledge
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One of the greatest added benefits of leveling
books is revealing the levels of books in our current
classroom libraries. As lower elementary teachers,
when we leveled our classroom library books we
were shocked to find that most of the texts available to our students were too difficult for them
to read independently. Without taking the time
to level the books we had, we would not have
had accurate data on the range of texts and levels
reflected in our libraries. Having this information
has not only made us more reflective practitioners
but also inspired us to add to our book collections.

Leveling Classroom Libraries: Wny Did
We Do This?

Getting Started: How to Level Your Classroom Library

Research has repeatedly shown the benefits of
students spending time with texts that they can
read accurately and with an independent level of
comprehension. After looking at research done
by both, Allington (2013) and Ash, Kuhn, and
Walpole (2008, as cited in Allington, 2013), we
knew that we needed to make each minute in the
classroom count. When we were working with
readers in small groups and one-on-one, we needed
the rest of the students to be growing as readersnot just spending time with books on their laps or
worksheets in hand. We needed them to be reading. Really reading.

While leveling and organizing classroom libraries
can be a powerful systematic change in any classroom, starting to level and organize your library
can be a daunting task to many teachers. Like most
teachers, our classrooms are filled with piles and
piles of books: chapter books, pictures books, big
books, and board books. We knew the only way
that our library would get leveled was to pick up
one book at a time and get started. Thankfully, we
had a close colleague and friend, Sarah Crowell,
who helped walk us through the process. After
being inspired by her, doing our own reading
research, and taking what we already knew about
growing readers and classroom logistics, we forged
forward into leveling and organizing our own
classroom libraries.

Through successful scaffolding, we fully believe
that children can learn to find texts that they can
successfully read on their own outside of school,
at such places as a local library or bookstore. We
found that our own students needed guidance
and help in finding books that were appropriately
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leveled for them. We also knew that there simply wasn't enough time for us to work with each
student individually as they chose their books. Our
classroom needed a system in place for students
to learn to do this efficiently and effectively. The
first step we took to help students find books for
self-selected reading was to level our classroom
libraries and fill them with engaging books ..

and work on comprehension strategies. But ask
either of us what we think is giving us the biggest
bang for our buck in the classroom with our readers and it's this: self-selected reading time where
texts are appropriately matched with readers, and
students are experiencing high success reading
(Allington, 2013). This is a time for building
confidence through the experience of success with
reading, for developing fluency through extensive
reading practice, and for fostering engagement
through student choice of reading material. While
the Common Core State Standards have drawn
teachers' attention to close reading of complex
texts, they also emphasize the importance of students "experience[ing] the satisfaction and pleasure
of easy, fluent reading" (Appendix A, p. 9). In
light of this, we encourage you to make time for
high success, self-selected, independent reading in
your classroom. The reality of making this time
meaningful in our own classrooms started with
leveling our classroom libraries.

Although there are many websites and apps available for leveling books, we found the most success
with Scholastic Book Wizard (scholastic.com/
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bookwizard). You can enter a book title, author,
or keyword and simply choose the type of level
you are looking for. Book Wizard can give you the
Grade Level Equivalent, Guided Reading Level
(A-Z), DRA, or Lexile Measure. Although the
database does not include every title, its collection
is growing daily. You may choose to keep unleveled books separate as you wait until their titles are
added to Book Wizard. However, we do recognize
the value in providing scaffolding for our students
to be able to find books in their everyday lives. To
do this, you may decide to keep a basket labeled
"Unleveled" to give your students opportunities to
find appropriately matched texts using the skills
you've taught them.

with levels so that your students will be able to
quickly and effectively choose a book from your
library. We use color-coding circle labels (3/4"
round) and white multi-use labels (3/4" round) to
print the level. It is quick and easy to download
the template online so that you can have many
sheets of labels ready to use (http://goo.gl/WtFWak). You will want to choose a spot to adhere the
labels to-one that is easy for students to find and
does not cover other important information about
the book (for example, upper right-hand corner or
front cover along the spine). After putting a label
on your book, remember to place a piece of tape
over the label to keep the label from falling off.
This is an important step!

Labeling your books is the next step. It is important to use consistency when marking your books

We understand that many of you are overwhelmed
from just reading these steps and cannot imagine
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leveling all of the books in your classroom libraries
alone. However, many parents and community
volunteers may be willing to help you! We found
that our classroom parents, especially working
parents who are not available to come in during
a school day, were willing to take home a bin of
books to level. We include a simple direction page,
leveling labels, and tape. When they finish one bin,
they send it in to be unloaded and filled with more
books. They love being a part of our classroom,
and getting parents involved like this can also help
strengthen the school-to-home connection.

Classroom Library Organization
The second phase in creating a functional and
meaningful classroom library is organization. We
believe that the love of reading comes from self-selecting books-in other words, students choosing
books they are interested in reading! Research
supports the idea that choice is highly motivating,
and researchers have also shown that when students select their own books, they put more effort
in to understanding what they read (Turn er &
Paris, 1995). Indeed, the power of choice can be
seen on any day in our classrooms. All students are
engaged, all of the time. You may walk in and notice that Noah is curled up in the corner with his
nose buried in a book about sharks. A few minutes
earlier, he was rummaging through the "Ocean"
bin with texts ranging in levels from G to M, looking for something that was just right for him. You
might see Anna sprawled out on her belly on the
carpet, deciding between three Clifford books lying
in front of her. She filled her book box earlier in
the morning, and you can see that it is brimming
with books featuring her favorite characters-Clifford, Curious George, and Froggy.
Organizing our books by categories helps our
students find the books they are interested in,
efficiently and effectively. Instead of guessing and
making a list of categories you think you'll have,
begin by making piles of books to help guide you.
As you can see from the photo of our classroom
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library, our books are labeled with a level sticker
on the spine and then grouped in bins by category. Our classroom libraries include many different
types of categories: author, genre, character, theme,
level, text structure, and series. Additionally, we
labeled our books with a category label so that our
students will know the bin that each book belongs
in. Grouping books by categories can also help
students find books that are appropriate for them
in a range of levels based on factors such as background knowledge and interest. Just rememberleveling and organizing your classroom libraries
can be done as separate tasks and at two different
times. We leveled and organized our libraries in
two different school years! If doing both seems too
overwhelming, try tackling just one of these tasks
at a time.
The magic begins when your classroom library
is leveled and organized, and your students can
begin choosing appropriately matched texts for
their book bins, boxes, or bags for independent
reading time. We like to provide our students with
a schedule for switching books to ensure that there
is always a time one day a week when each student
can select new books. In our rooms each day, one
table of students is scheduled to switch out their
books. This schedule may look different depending
on your grade level, but it can be adjusted to meet
the needs of your students. While this schedule
ensures opportunities for each child to select new
texts, switching books needs to remain fluid and
flexible as students are often growing as readers
and changing levels.

The Challenge: See the Power ofHigh
Success Reading
Like us, educators all over Michigan are working
at collecting data and allowing that data to influence instruction, while at the same time building
classroom communities where learners feel free
to explore texts and share their thinking. Teachers are working overtime every day to ensure that
their students not only make adequate progress as
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readers but also become lifelong learners, engaged
in and excited about reading to learn. One very
important avenue on the quest to doing this is
to allow children self-selected reading time, with
a large selection of books and a large amount of
time dedicated to high success reading (Allington,
2013). It's complicated, yet so simple.
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Leveling classroom libraries takes time; we're not
going to sugarcoat it-it's a lot of work! You may
run up your bill at School Specialty because of all
the circle labels, packing tape, and colored printer
ink you'll buy. And you might get a little fuzzyeyed from looking back and forth from book to
computer screen. It's not a perfect recipe, but the
final product is so worth it!
So here's our charge to teachers. Start small and
start today. Choose just one bin or section of
books in your classroom library, and try out the
leveling process. Give yourself a chance to see what
kinds of levels are actually in your classroom and
available to your students. Begin the conversation
with your colleagues about how you can appropriately match readers to texts and set aside time
on a regular basis for students to engage in independent, self-selected reading. Ask yourself: What
would happen if my students started experiencing
high success reading with texts of their own choosing every day? By now we hope you already know.
But we'd love for you to see for yourself.
Happy Reading!
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